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In their testimony before the Howard County Council and last year before the Environment and 
Transportation Committee for HB0411, the opponents of the coal tar bans have criticized the studies of 
the United States Geological Survey (USGS) and/or claimed that there were no studies that showed that
coal tar was hazardous to human health. This memorandum will show that there are numerous studies 
by several different organizations that have concluded that coal tar is hazardous and considered a 
carcinogen, including documents from a Maryland manufacturer. 

International Agency for Research on Cancer

The International Agency for Research on Cancer (IARC) has concluded that coal tar pavement sealers 
are a carcinogen: “2. Cancer in Humans In IARC Monograph Volume 92 (IARC, 2010) it was 
concluded that there is sufficient evidence in humans for the carcinogenicity of occupational exposures 
during paving and roofing with coal-tar pitch. This was based on studies of pavers and roofers who 
presumably had been exposed to coal-tar pitch (and often also to bitumen), which suggested increased 
cancer risks in these occupations. . . .  Since the previous evaluation (IARC, 2010) a few additional 
studies have been published with information on paving with coal-tar pitch and associated cancers.” 
IARC Monographs -100F Coal-Tar Pitch (emphasis added) p. 163-164.  https://monographs.iarc.fr/wp-
content/uploads/2018/06/mono100F-17.pdf  In addition, the IARC also reports that coal-tar pitch 
studies caused cancer in mice: ”3. Cancer in Experimental Animals Six coal-tar pitches and three 
extracts of coal-tar pitches all produced skin tumours, including carcinomas, when applied to the skin 
of mice.”  Ibid at p. 164.

The USGS Studies

The USGS studies have concluded that parking lot sealers contain PAHs and are suspected human 
carcinogens: “Abstract Studies by the U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) have identified coal-tar-based 
sealcoat-the black, viscous liquid sprayed or painted on asphalt pavement such as parking lots-as a 
major source of polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbon (PAH) contamination in urban areas for large parts of
the Nation. Several PAHs are suspected human carcinogens and are toxic to aquatic life.” 
https://pubs.er.usgs.gov/publication/fs20113010 and https://pubs.usgs.gov/fs/2011/3010/  The USGS 
report “Coal-Tar-Based Pavement Sealcoat, Polycyclic Aromatic Hydrocarbons (PAHs), and 
Environmental Health”again restates the above-quoted statement. Page 1 
https://pubs.usgs.gov/fs/2011/3010/pdf/fs2011-3010.pdf 

The study “Coal-Tar-Based Pavement Sealcoat and PAHs: Implications for the Environment, Human 
Health, and Stormwater Management” (Mahler/Van Metre) specifically states: “Coal-tar-based sealcoat
products, widely used in the central and eastern U.S. on parking lots, driveways, and even playgrounds,
are typically 20−35% coal-tar pitch, a known human carcinogen that contains about 200 polycyclic 
aromatic hydrocarbon (PAH) compounds.”  https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3308201/

In the section entitled “Coal-Tar Based Sealcoat: A Newly Identified Source of PAHs: the study states: 
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“Coal-tar pitch, a known (Group 1) human carcinogen, is the residue remaining after the distillation of 
crude coal-tar (a byproduct of the coking of coal), and contains about 200 PAH compounds. Most coal-
tar-based sealcoat products consist of 20–35% coal-tar pitch as the binder. Asphalt is the residue 
remaining after the distillation of crude oil and is the binder in asphalt-based sealcoat products. 
Although the two sealcoat product types are similar in appearance, PAH concentrations in coal-tar-
based sealcoat are about 1000 times higher than those in asphalt-based sealcoat.” 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3308201/

In the section “Human-Health Concerns” is the statement: “coal-tar and coal-tar pitch are listed as 
Group 1 (carcinogenic to humans) carcinogens, and the U.S. EPA currently classifies seven PAH 
compounds as probable human carcinogens (Group B2): benz[a]anthracene, benzo[a]pyrene, 
benzo[b]fluoranthene, benzo[k]fluoranthene, chrysene, dibenz[a,h]anthracene, and indeno[1,2,3-
cd]pyrene. coal-tar itself is a powerful mutagen: The mutagenicity index for coal-tar is about 1000 
times that of asphalt cements.” https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3308201/
 
In summary, contrary to the anticipated assertion of the opponents of HB0553 that USGS studies are 
flawed, the research studies of Mahler and Van Metre have been cited with approval and/or support in 
several other studies which are listed on this webpage of the National Center for Biotechnology 
Information, U.S. National Library of Medicine: 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3308201/citedby/
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OSHA

The United States Occupational Safety and Health Administration also has acknowledged the hazards 
of coal-tar. This webpage lists numerous studies: 
https://www.osha.gov/SLTC/coaltarpitchvolatiles/hazards.html  The heading states: “Hazard 
Recognition coal-tar pitch volatiles (CTPVs) are found in the industry when heating of coal-tar or 
coal-tar pitch takes place. Once the pitch is heated, chemicals vaporize and may be inhaled by workers. 
Industries where workers are potentially exposed to CTPVs include coking, roofing, road paving, 
aluminum smelting, wood preserving and any others where coal-tar is used. The following links 
provide information about the health effects of CTPVs:” (emphasis added). 

GemSeal's Safety Data Sheets Show That Coal-Tar Products Are Carcinogens

Manufacturer GemSeals’s  technical sheets states that “GemSeal Pro-Blend is a premium concentrate, 
formulated by emulsification of refined coal-tar and asphalt resins”(emphasis added)  
https://www.gemsealproducts.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/ProBlend_6-17.pdf  The company’s 
own safety data sheet states that GemSeal Pro-Blend is listed a potential mutagen and carcinogen.  
https://www.gemsealproducts.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/pro-blend-sds.pdf
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Conclusion 

Therefore, the claims by any opponents of HB0553 that there is not evidence that coal tar is a 
carcinogen or hazardous should be disregarded. The Committee should give a Favorable Report. 
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